It is, first of all, a story of a marriage so unlike the relationships between men and women which we know that it requires some effort on the part of a modern reader to believe that the Clerk is seriously proposing it to his fellow pilgrims as a model of virtue. Patience in adversity is a moral point worth making, though a modern reader might react more sympathetically to the point were it made less hyperbolically.
The purpose of this study is to find out how a number of critics have responded to the story and the problems it raised.
I begin with James Sledd's 1953 article which is the starting point for any contemporary criticism of the Clerk's Tale. The critics surveyed in this study represent a diversity of approaches to the Clerk's Tale. Some are concerned with themes in the Tale; one stresses its kinship to the Epistle of st.
James while another reminds us that the story is fantasy.
Still others explore such topics as the relationship between the Clerk and the Wife of Bath or the relationship between Walter and his people or the character of Griselda. Each in its own way makes a contribution to the modern reader's understanding of this complex and often controversial tale.
THE CLERK'S TALE: THE MONSTERS AND THE CRITICS James Sledd
Sledd feels that various effects have been produced on readers of the Clerk's Tale, and that the contemptuous have outnumbered the compassionate admlrers. He says that the Tale has suffered because "outstanditig scholars have too hastily condemned it" (p. 161).
He refers to Kittredge's article entitled "Chaucer's Discussion of Marriage" in which Kittredge gives the impression that Walter and Griselda are monsters. He stresses that the story is a dramatic speech rather than a tale, so that his ardent student followers are inclined to treat the story as such.
Professor Malone warns that the predicament is a dangerous one because that might mean that Chaucer deliberately told a bad story in order to make a good drama. Sledd concludes that for the solution 0;C the problems of morality and probability in the T~le, Kittredge would not be the best to consult. Petrarch -were all powerfully attracted to the story of the patient Griselda. This story by its very nature poses problems for any writer of the Christian era. The story seems to originate as a variant of the Cupid and Psyche myth, in which, to merit the love of the god, the mere mortal must expect to be put to superhuman temptations to break the taboo which is the binding link between immortal and mortal. Griselda scorns nature in excelling all that can be expected in woman, and yields up her children to what she firmly believes to be brutal murder.
Boccaccio is the first to attempt to contradict certain elements of the Griselda story. In his account, Griselda, constant in both prosperity and adversity, mirrors the human soul striving to be worthy of the love of her Lord.
Petrarch's chief contribution to the Griselda story lies in his conservation of the vocabulary he inherited from Boccaccio. He also adds to it allusions with a strong appeal to the visual sense, the most striking of which occurs when immediately before the wedding she is stripped in front of the populace. This is done to prevent her from bringing in any of Griselda leaves Walter's house stripped of all that she most highly valued. The Job image is here as moving and as appropriate as anyone could imagine.
In Kellogg's view, Walter is a composite of all the supernatural forces to which medieval man felt himself exposed. He is Fortune, raising man up and casting him down, stripping and clothing him. He is Satan. He is God, the master of both, proving his creature, but always with her, urging against the act which would sever the bond between them, revealing ultimately that the world possesses no reality. If Griselda's perfection be viewed as a figure of the human spirit struggling through prosperity and adversity to attain union with the heavenly bridegroom, it is her love which drives her on. As divine or human, she is perfection. Petrarch therefore does not tell this story with the intent of urging present-day women to imitate Griselda's humility, because it is impossible.
His story is told simply that every person should be constant in adversity. of the Tale stress humility and parts 3, 4, and S stress obedience. Each stanza of the envoy is an ironic contrast to the motif stressed in the corresponding part of the Tale. The second stanza of the envoy, for example, speaks of pride in contrast to the theme of humility in part 2 of the Tale and part 3 of the Tale which teaches obedience is contradicted by the theme of free will in the third stanza of the envoy.
The need for obedience is a theme at the heart of Kittredge's "Marriage Group/" for the Clerk stresses man's responsibility to God's order, an order that requires an obedience which is paralleled by the submission of a subject to a ruler, of a wife to husband, of a child to parents. The obedience and humility shown by Griselda become examples for all mankind.
Of the two themes in the Tale humility is the major one and obedience a secondary and related theme. The Tale can be seen as a virtue story and the Clerk as the narrator of an exemplum. The theme of humility contrasts with pride, the It is man's proper response to trials of his faith, the manner in which he manifests his faith in works.
McNamara notes that some critics contend that Griselda's virtue is not patience but constancy. This is partly true because she does remain constant in her fidelity to Walter.
Constancy is static whereas patience is a positive, dynamic alliance with the divine will.
When Walter comes to marry Griselda, he asks for her assent to the marriage and its conditions. Ber free choice obligates her to accept both good and bad eventualities in their marriage. By entering the marriage on this condition, Griselda accepts whatever trials God may send her in that marriage with a patient response to her husband, which ultimately means a patient cooperation with the divine will.
In this way, she clearly intends to justify her faith, in Jamesian terms, through works as a patient wife. Chaucer's additions to the Tale made it more complex. In the Prologue, the Clerk is meek and compares Griselda to Job describing her with images of the Nativity. In the envoy, he is an exuberant young man who objects to Walter's cruelty.
The Clerk, in sum, is a complex man whose high style we may gladly hope to teach and understand. Chaucer feels a person's character is related to the kind of story he tells and the way he tells it.
CONCLUSION
After examining four other works on the Clerk's Tale, Sledd comes up with the conclusion that morality and probability are problems that will ever remain insoluble \'li thin the Tale.
Sledd is concerned mainly about the fate of Griselda's children after their extraordinary childhood, and also the Pope whose counterfeit letters are made the excuse for taking another wife. Sledd, while in defense of a few charges against the Tale, mentions that gross sentimentality would be a more likely charge against it than improbability.
A different reading of the Tale by Michael D. Cherniss shows the Clerk stressing the spiritual theme of constancy.
Griselda's constancy toward a mortal man ought to convince us that we should remain constant in our faith in God, no matter what adversity He sends us. Walter tests her to prove to himself that she will ever remain faithful to her vow of obedience.
She does not think of Walter as God who alone deserves her spiritual devotion.
Griselda's character is the major concern of Alfred L.
Kellogg who notes that Griselda scorns nature because she excels in all that can be expected in woman, and gives up her children to be brutally murdered. Kellogg also notes that since Walter tempts, he cannot be a God-figure. If Job is a figure for Griselda, then Satan would be an opposite figure for Walter. Kellogg's view is that despite Walter's inconsistent figure, it is Griselda's love which carries her through.
He sees her as perfection.
In 
